[Clinical characteristics of Wernicke's encephalopathy in the elderly].
Clinical characteristics were examined in 5 elderly patients whose brain showed typical features of Wernicke's encephalopathy at the autopsy. All 5 were females with a mean age of 67 +/- 4 years old. The pathological diagnosis of Wernicke's encephalopathy was based on the presence of bleeding or atrophy of bilateral mammilary bodies, proliferation of capillaries and increase of macrophages in mammilary bodies, midbrain periaqueductal gray matter and periventricular area, with relatively intact neurons. Wernicke's encephalopathy was diagnosed clinically only in one case. The remaining four had no clinical diagnosis of Wernicke's encephalopathy. Underlying diseases were varied including neurological, metabolic, gastrointestinal disorders and malignancy. The predominant symptom, consciousness disturbance, was seen in 4 cases. Two of them showed a comatose state. Ocular symptoms and ataxia were observed in 2 cases. Laboratory findings revealed leukocytosis and anemia in 3 cases, hypoproteinemia in 4 cases. One case was alcoholic, but the other four were non-alcoholics and developed the disease after prolonged malnutrition. At the onset of the disease, 4 cases were receiving glucose and electrolyte infusion without vitamins, at the onset of the disease. We propose that in elderly patients with consciousness disturbance of unknown cause, Wernicke's encephalopathy should be taken into consideration even in non-alcoholics, and thiamine infusion should be commenced at once when the disease is suspected even when typical symptoms are lacking.